36.

The Spirochetes

Spirochetes are microorganisms which are slender and spiral in
shape, motile by means of a flexuous motion, and they multiply by
transverse fission. Most of the forms which have been described
are saprophytic upon plant and animal life; some are parasitic, and
a few are pathogenic for man and animals.

The spirochetes were among the first types of microscopic life
observed and described by Leeuwenhoek in 1681. The large forms
which are representative of the group were seen in various types
of plant infusions by the early microscopists, and as early as 1837,
Donne observed spiral-shaped microorganisms in smears from
genital lesions. In 1833 Ehrenberg used the name Spirochaeta, for
a large, free-living, spiral-shaped organism. The first spirochete of
any pathogenic significance was described by Obermeir in 1873.
This organism was found in the blood of patients suffering with
relapsing fever. In 1891 Sakharoff found that a spirochete was
the cause of a goose septicemia in Russia, and in 1902 Theiler ob-
served a spiral-shaped organism in a febrile condition of cattle in
South Africa.

The spirochetes were considered bacteria until 1905 when
Schaudinn and Hoffmann concluded studies on the spiral organism
of syphilis. They compared the organism with a flexuous protozoan
parasite, a trypanosome of birds, and concluded that it, too, was a
protozoan. As a result of their classical studies, the spirochetes
were claimed by the protozoologists. During the past twenty years
it has become obvious that these microorganisms are closely related
to the bacteria and at the present time they are classified as bacteria
in the order Spirochaetdes. It is freely admitted, however, that the
spirochetes show some of the characteristics of the flexuous protozoa.

The differentiation of the spirochetes is difficult because they
are not cultivated with ease on artificial media and are devoid of

* The authors are indebted to S. G. Kenzy, Head, Department of Micro-
biology, College of Veterinary Medicine, Washington State University, Pull-
man, Wash., for the revision of this chapter.
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